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Abstract
This article focuses on teachers’ pedagogical decision-making and influences on this decision-making when teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities. The research reported and discussed forms part of an international collaborative research project in the south west of England and Florida, US. The study is set within the broader socio-political context of inclusion, contributing a pedagogical dimension to other aspects of inclusion, such as placement, curriculum  and accountability. Houssaye’s (2000) pedagogical interaction model is examined and adapted to situate and analyse teachers’ pedagogical decision-making, and influences on this, when teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities. The study shows a prominence and privileging of pedagogical decisions and influences around teacher-student pedagogical interactions over curriculum-teacher or curriculum-student pedagogical interactions.  The implications of this emphasis are considered in the historical context of teaching and learning models and approaches for this group of learners. 





Teachers’ pedagogical decision-making and influences on this when teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities

This article focuses on teachers’ pedagogical decision-making and influences on this decision-making as part of a cross-cultural collaborative research project in England and the US which investigated teachers’ pedagogical learning and decision-making when teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities. We are specifically interested in the how of teaching. However, we situate this within a broad conceptualisation of pedagogy – “the act of teaching together with its attendant discourse” (Alexander, 2004, p. 11), noting the complex policy and practice context that impacts on the decisions teachers make. Inclusion forms part of this socio-political context and in this paper we note different aspects of inclusion in education, beyond setting or placement, such as curriculum, standards and accountability which influence pedagogical decision-making. In examining pedagogical decision-making in the area of severe intellectual disabilities, a rare focus, we use Houssaye’s (2000) conceptual model, a pedagogical interaction triangle of knowledge-teacher-learner, as an analytic tool. 

Literature Context
Students with Severe Intellectual Disabilities, Pedagogy and Context of Inclusion
Students with severe intellectual disabilities have significant cognitive impairments and experience significant difficulties in learning. Frequently they have additional sensory or physical disabilities and experience communication difficulties. In England, the term “severe learning difficulties” is used (DfE/DoH, 2015). In the US, depending on the state, terms include “multiple disabilities,” “severe and profound disabilities,” and “severe intellectual disabilities.” The current globally recognised term, however, is severe intellectual disabilities (APA, 2013; Whitaker, 2013). The prevalence of children with severe intellectual disabilities is currently less than 1% of school age children in England (DfE, 2016); it is 2% in the US (USDoE, 2012) where classification systems spread learners with severe intellectual disabilities across categories that include multiple disabilities (i.e. traumatic brain injury, developmental delay, and autism). Numbers of students across these categories have shown a significant increase in both countries over recent years (DfE, 2016; NCES, 2012; USDoE, 2012). 

These students have only relatively recently been included in educational systems. In England they were considered “ineducable” until 1971 (DES, 1971) and, in the US, the final move away from institutions and for children with disabilities to receive a free and appropriate education occurred with the passing of PL 94-142 in 1975 (USDoE, 1975). Although, in both countries, changing policies and practices around inclusion has involved a move towards students with disabilities being “educated to the maximum extent appropriate with peers without disabilities” (Yell, 2006, p. 310), that is, inclusion in terms of placement, typically students with severe intellectual disabilities continue to be educated in special schools or special classes. For example, in England, in January 2016, 79% of school children designated as having “severe learning difficulties” were placed in separate special schools (DfE, 2016). In the US, students with a wide range of disabilities spend varying amounts of their time in the general education classroom. Ryndak, Jackson and White (2013) demonstrate, however, that this is not the case for students with significant disabilities and Kurth, Morningstar and Kozleski (2014) note that a large percentage of students with significant or severe disabilities are still educated in separate classrooms or settings.


In the US the tradition of special education has afforded a curriculum deemed so different that it continues to require separate specialised teacher education programmes and specialist licences in many states. Historically, teacher education programmes for students with severe intellectual disabilities focussed on the use of behavioural methods and a functional and basic skills curriculum (Snell & Brown, 2006). Blended teacher education programmes, which combine special and general pre-service programmes, have challenged standalone special education courses and incorporate an increased focus on academic subjects (Anderson, Smith, Olsen, & Algozzine, 2015). In England all teachers follow a “Qualified Teacher Status” programme aimed at general education with diversity issues incorporated; separate specialist teacher education is not required for teaching in specialist settings and is generally not available. 

Historically, then, pedagogical approaches and understandings for this group of learners have involved separate “special” approaches with the emphasis on behaviourist principles (Steele, 2005) and influenced by psychological and deficit approaches (Brown & Radford, 2007). Nind and Wearmouth (2006) indicate that there is a “history of faith in special procedures and approaches conducted in special settings or by special teachers” (p. 116) and some commentators, for example, in the UK, Imray and Hinchcliffe (2012), continue to suggest that distinct and separate pedagogies are required for teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities. There have also, however, been deliberations about whether there exists any specialised pedagogy for working with students with special educational needs (Lewis & Norwich, 2005a) including those with severe intellectual disabilities (Porter, 2005; Ware, 2005), with the argument that rather than any separate specialist pedagogy there is a continuum where “generic strategies … are geared to difference by degrees of deliberateness and intensification” (Lewis & Norwich, 2005b, p. 215).

Debates around what constitutes pedagogy for this group of students are taking place within the context of changing policies and practices around curricular inclusion. In both countries there has been recent emphasis on access to core academic general curriculum content (Lawson, 2015; Turnbull, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Shogren, 2010). This curriculum discourse has been influenced in the US by the concept of presumed competence (that professionals should presume competence rather than incompetence of the students who present as learning differently (Biklen & Burke, 2006) and reflects a growing interest in curricula that focus on what students can do rather than what they cannot do. Florida State assessment results, for example, show that students with severe disabilities are acquiring specific academic skills and this is reflected in their performance in the academic area of reading (FLDOE, 2014). In both countries, teachers of these students experience a tension between inclusion in academic- and standards-based curricula, on the one hand, and addressing individual needs and functional curricula on the other (Byers and Lawson, 2015; Ryndak et al., 2014). 

Alongside this movement to include students in mainstream curricula is the addition of students with severe intellectual disabilities into school, district and national accountability systems in both the US and England. Teacher and school accountability around standards-based curricula and accompanying high stakes assessment has led to powerful shifts about how students with severe intellectual disabilities are taught and perceived (Ayres, Lowery, Douglas, & Sievers, 2011) and teachers are being encouraged to have higher academic expectations. Research by Browder, Wakeman and Flowers (2007) found that higher standards have led to higher academic outcomes for this group of students and have also improved quality of life and increased means and opportunities for self-determination. 

Conceptualisations of Pedagogy
In this broader context it is argued that educating students with severe intellectual disabilities cannot be approached through a single pedagogy (Silverman, Hong, & Trepanier-Street, 2010) and that they require a more holistic and comprehensive approach that mirrors the complexity of their needs (Ryndak, Moore, Orlando, & Delano, 2010). The conceptualisation of pedagogy as “the act of teaching together with its attendant discourse” (Alexander, 2004, p. 11) also enables us to embrace a broad view of pedagogy. For Alexander (2004) this encompasses four domains: children, learning, teaching and curriculum. Houssaye (2000; Bonicoli, 2008) also suggests a multi-dimensional understanding of pedagogy. Houssaye presents a pedagogical interaction triangle with the three vertices delineating three elements in pedagogical interactions (knowledge, teacher and learner) and each side representing a process, the relationship between the two vertices (see Figure 1).
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The knowledge-teacher side represents the didactic or teaching process concerned with knowledge and its organisation and delivery. Here, the teacher is seen as the educational authority, organises the transmission of knowledge and is the possessor of the knowledge taught. The knowledge-learner side symbolises the learning activity and the relation between the learner and knowledge. Here, the learning process is based on constructivism, with learners building their own knowledge, and knowledge being understood as a personal approach (Momanu, 2012). It focuses on learning choice and learning by doing; the teacher role becomes more of a facilitator. Finally, Houssaye refers to the teacher-learner side as representing the training process, translated from the French former, to form or train, although this expression seems less appropriate when translated into English. Here, learners are privileged at the expense of knowledge and importance placed on the interpersonal relationship between teacher and learner. In addition, Houssaye suggests that in any educational situation two elements are always favoured above the third, which must still exist, but effectively operates as a ‘dummy’ hand in a card game. He proposes that desirable pedagogy would consider the whole triangle; the teacher may purposively and temporarily emphasise one side of the triangle, but balances this across different stages of the learning process.

These broader understandings of pedagogy and Houssaye’s pedagogical interaction model, in particular, will be used in this article to situate and analyse teachers’ pedagogical decision-making, and influences on this, when teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities. 

Influences and Pedagogical Decision-Making 
Teaching is regarded as a “complex cognitive skill,” requiring “rapid decision-making” in multidimensional classroom situations (Gün, 2014, p. 75), a “complex and subtle interplay of decisions and teaching practices” (Clough, Berg, & Olson, 2009, p. 829). Building on Shulman (1987), Rajendran et al. (2006) defined this pedagogical decision-making as a process of thinking and reasoning that constitutes the basis and justification for choosing among available alternatives. Within a broad conceptualisation of pedagogy, pedagogical decision-making involves different aspects, for example, specific grouping of students, the provision of scaffolded resources, the extent of adult support. It also takes place at different levels, for example, an individual teacher may have less apparent involvement in decisions about overall curriculum content or priorities than in moment-by-moment decisions about how best to motivate individual children. 

Teachers’ pedagogical or instructional decision-making in special education has been the subject of some international research over several decades (for example, Shavelson & Stern, 1981; Wu & Tseng, 2000). Rogers (1995, cited in Ho & Liu, 2015) investigated 31 special education resource teachers to identify the factors that influenced their instructional decisions with students with “mild disabilities.” The results indicated that both instructional variables and student status were identified as influencing factors, with teachers particularly influenced by both loyalty to an instruction method and student characteristics for the “relatively less successful” students. Stough and Palmer (2001) compared the instructional decision-making of 38 expert and novice special education teachers in the US. Both groups’ decision-making focused on students and referred to the prior knowledge, preferences, behavioural patterns, learning ability, emotionality, and diagnostic categories of their students, with expert teachers reflecting significantly more often on students’ prior knowledge and typical behaviours. Rarely, however, has the focus been teachers working with students with severe intellectual disabilities. An exception is Stough and Palmer’s (2003) study of special education ‘expert’ teachers in the US which noted the dynamic nature of moment-by-moment instructional decision-making based upon teachers’ “extensive knowledge of student characteristics and educational practice” (p. 219). This “in-flight thinking” (Paterson, 2007, p. 427) and the “pedagogical moves” (Kalantzis & Cope, 2010, p. 209) this initiates are of particular relevance in this study. 

Methodology
This cross-cultural UK-US study explored how a group of teachers learn, make sense of and make decisions around pedagogy as it applies to their students with severe intellectual disabilities. The study adopted a qualitative research design consisting of classroom observations followed by semi-structured interviews, incorporating stimulated recall (Calderhead, 1981). A similar design was used in the pedagogical decision-making studies of Stough and Palmer (2003), Paterson (2007) and Perfecto (2012).  The research question underpinning the study was: 
What pedagogical decisions do teachers of students with severe intellectual difficulties make and what influences these decisions? 
 We were especially interested in the apparent moments of decision-making that we observed and that the teachers talked about relating to the situated knowledge and practice of classroom pedagogy.

Settings and Participants 
The study involved four specialist public school settings for students with severe intellectual disabilities – two in the south west of Florida and two in the south west of England. The country settings were selected based on similarity in context to some extent, for example, the historical chronology of policy related to students with special educational needs, and with regard to a reciprocal circle of influence and also because of an established relationship between the two researchers and respective universities. The schools represented a purposive and convenience sample: in educating students with severe intellectual disabilities, based on geographical proximity, and on the headteachers’ and teachers’ interest in being involved in the research study. Table 1 shows that in each of Schools A, C and D two teachers and their classrooms were involved.  In School B three teachers and their classrooms were involved; a third teacher was added in the second phase as one of the first phase teachers was unavailable and another volunteered. This made a total of nine participant teachers in the study. Classes mostly consisted of 5-8 students (with 13 in one class) and, in addition to the class teacher, each class included at least two and up to five other adults, usually teaching assistants (TAs). All classes were comprised of students with severe intellectual disabilities.  In School B one of the classes chosen by the school included students who also experienced autism and/or challenging behaviour; in Schools C and D the classes observed were all comprised of students with severe intellectual disabilities who also experienced autism. Overall the students’ ages ranged from 6 to 17 years, with most classes incorporating a number of age groups. 
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Table 2 provides details of the participant teachers’ years of teaching experience, years of experience in special education and special education qualifications. The five teachers in England had all trained in general education, with four of the five having additional postgraduate qualifications in special education; the four US teachers had various teacher training backgrounds but all had Exceptional Student Education State certification and/or State Autism Endorsements. The teachers had between 2 and 30 years teaching experience, with seven of them having more than 17 years’ experience. Regardless of training background, a large proportion of eight of the nine teachers’ experience had been in special education. 
INSERT TABLE 2 ABOUT HERE
The researchers comprised the two authors, the two principal researchers, both of whom have substantial experience of teaching and research in the field of severe intellectual disabilities. The first author led the study in England, and the second in the US.  A research assistant, a doctoral student, also an experienced teacher and adviser in this field, was also involved in some data collection in Florida. Formal institutional ethical approval was gained for the study from the researchers’ universities. A study information leaflet was shared and discussed with the school headteachers and their approval attained. In Florida, the approval of the school district was also required. Informed consent was also attained from each teacher and consisted of the teachers understanding their role within the project and the respectful, confidential and anonymous use of their responses (Orcher, 2005). 
Research Design, Data Collection and Analysis
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The research design was iterative, including two classroom observations and two interviews with each teacher, with each element building upon the previous one as illustrated in Figure 2. Sixteen lessons, chosen by the individual teachers, of approximately 30-40 minutes were observed (see Table 1) and observations recorded in writing on a classroom observation protocol. Data were gathered about:
	Classroom context (for example, numbers of students and staff, setting, lesson focus).
	Teacher, TA and student activity (for example, direct teaching, group activities).
	Teacher, TA and student interaction.
	Pedagogical strategies used (for example, modelling, multi-sensory approach, TEACCH).
	Apparent moments of teacher decision-making: for example, if a child left the group and the teacher apparently decided to ignore this behaviour or a teacher assigned different tasks to different students within a group of learners completing the same classroom activity. 

Each classroom observation was followed by a 40-60 minute interview. The observation and interview were carried out by the same researcher or researchers; this took place as soon as possible after each observation and always on the same day. The first interview included questions about the teachers’ training and experience in teaching students with severe intellectual disabilities. The remainder of the first interview and all of the second interview was then oriented towards discussion based on the classroom observation protocol with opportunities for teachers to contribute additional perspectives. Using stimulated recall (Calderhead, 1981), reminding the teacher about events in the lesson, the interviewer asked teachers to reflect on their pedagogical approaches in the observed lesson, the decisions they made and, then, how and where they learned a particular approach/strategy. Interviews with teachers were audio recorded and then transcribed. Teachers were sent their own transcribed interviews by email for member checking (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007), that is, to confirm the accuracy of their views and to add further comments if they wished. This member checking combined with researcher initial analysis of the first interview led to some emerging points for discussion in the second interview, hence following the iterative process shown in Figure 2. 

In order to ensure researcher familiarity with contexts and to contribute to inter-observer consistency, building further integrity into the data collection process, each of the three researchers, the two authors and the US research assistant, participated in at least two observations and two interviews in the different country to their own, in the English School A and the Floridian School C. Here the researchers honed the observation and interviewing approach such that all observations and interviews were subsequently carried out in similar ways. 
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The data analysis process was based on both principal researchers deep reading of the observational and interview data. The research question, with more focused sub-questions as illustrated in Table 3, was the guiding frame through which the data were interrogated. The analysis process was iterative and collaborative through the interpretative processes of both principal researchers initially independently reading the data, identifying emerging groupings, discussing and agreeing these, then re-reading, categorising, combining and regrouping.  In the results section below, findings from the observation data analysis form the basis of the presentation about the content of pedagogical decisions; findings from the interview data analysis underpin the section about the influences on the teachers’ pedagogical decision-making. 

Findings 
What do Teachers Make Pedagogical Decisions About?
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Table 4 presents the apparent focus of teachers’ decisions from observation data analysis, grouped according to five main emergent categories: classroom structure and organisation; teacher-student pedagogic interaction; curriculum activities; modes and resources; student involvement. Each category includes decisions of varying scope, decisions which are planned to various extents, decisions which are made at different points in time (for example, prior to the lesson or in-situ), decisions which are made individually or collaboratively. For example, decisions about curriculum activity/task, overall expectations of students for the session, organisation of adults, grouping of students, organisation of physical space and resources were generally made prior to the lesson, whilst in-situ decisions particularly included type of questions and responses to individual students’ behaviour or vocalisations. For example, in School A, Lesson 1 for T1 included a drawing activity. T1 explains her in-situ decision and thinking when commenting on a student’s choice and understanding of colour: 
S [student] was then talking about the grass whilst colouring with a fist full of orange crayons. But I really wanted to be careful not to do that “Well grass isn’t orange” cause that’s, you know, a fairly negative thing to say and it doesn’t really matter. But also I kind of thought “I think you know that really”. So yeah I tried, I think I tried to do that “Oh so do you need to change colour then?” and he kind of went “Oh yes, yes green.” It didn’t get changed though on his paper, but he did know. (T1 Int1)
Sometimes in-situ decisions were adjustments to prior decisions, for example, in planned deployment of adults in the classroom or in the exact choice of moment to move on to the next planned activity. In School B, in T4’s literacy lesson, for example, she moved on from small group and individual literacy tasks to the whole class listening activity earlier than planned “because I sensed that it was time, time to finish, they'd had enough” (T4 Int).
What are the Influences on Teachers’ Pedagogical Decision-Making?

INSERT TABLES 5 AND 6 ABOUT HERE

The influences on teachers’ decision-making were drawn from the interview data as teachers discussed and explained the pedagogical decisions made in the observed lessons. Table 5 displays the range of influences grouped into seven categories: knowledge of students; experience; consultation with others; curriculum resources; external pressures; training; personal. Table 6 provides illustrative data examples for the main category “knowledge of individual students.” This knowledge of individual students and their characteristics was reported to be an important influence in all teachers’ decision making and our further analysis noted the teachers’ sensitivity and responsiveness to this knowledge. For example, T9 was aware that C (a student) needed to be physically comfortable to focus on his learning and the following extract demonstrates her sensitivity to this:
Researcher: At some point with him you were quite insistent that he sit and at one point a bit later in this session you were working with him and he stood up and he was clapping. You asked him once to sit down. Then you seemed to make a decision that you would continue with the activity with him standing and clapping. Can you say a little bit about that?
T9: You know we try to get him to focus and to sit because people seem to think that these kids need to sit and function in a classroom but C is not going to be in a mainstream classroom, I don’t think. I shouldn’t say no or never but I don’t think so. So sometimes when he is standing he is more focused and he was getting all of the answers right.
Researcher: He was attentive. I was just interested at what point you decided to back off.
T9: You decide which battle to pick, I could either battle him and force him to sit if that was what I wanted to teach him today or do I want to work on these other goals because I cannot do both with him because if I make him do something where he is uncomfortable, he is not going to do it. (T9 Int2)

The student knowledge, according to the teachers, was gained in a number of ways: from documentation about the student (for example, Individual Education Plan objectives), from other teachers (for example, prior teachers) and parents, from their own observation of students, and mostly from an ongoing relationship with students over time. As teacher 8 stated, “You really learn to read the child” (T8 Int1). Teachers also talked about knowledge of students as a group – as a class group and according to specific categories of need, for example: “It’s got to be sensory … A lot of them are still learning in a sensory manner” (T4 Int); “For the most part the class is nonverbal so everything has to be done though voice output switches, pictures, that sort of thing” (T6 Int1).

Teachers mentioned drawing upon their own experience as a teacher or TA, for example: “as I went along the years, I kind of like took out whatever I saw working and I left behind what was not that important” (T7 Int1). One teacher, when asked about the wide range of strategies she used, referred to her own experience as a student: “And maybe it was kind of like, secretly, that it was what I wanted when I was a student, a little more attention, you know, focusing on different things” (T6 Int1).

Consultation with others was another source of influence mentioned by five of the teachers. T1 referred to discussions in class teams and whole school staff meetings: “we had a big discussion at our staff meetings last term about what was always circle time” (T1 Int1). T2 talked about trialling programmes recommended by other professionals, for example, Bounce, a sensory integration programme, was an occupational therapist initiative.

A number of teachers mentioned the use of published curriculum materials as influences on their decision-making: “the targets…come from this fantastic early developmental curriculum which we’ve adopted” (T3 Int1). External authority was also evident, for example, as implied in T9’s expression: “I have to make sure that three of the kids get thirty minutes on Success Maker a day. All of the others kids are supposed to be on TeachTown twice a day” (T9 Int1); “TeachTown - the county ordered it and we were told to use it” (T9 Int2) (emphases added).

Some teachers referred to training, courses or workshops: “we did lots of in-house training” (T4 Int1). T9 cited her personal life experience as a major influence on her decision-making: “A lot of that was because my daughter was born with a lot of difficulties and I was told she won’t live, she won’t eat, she won’t walk, she won’t talk, she won’t write, a lot of things. And she is now mainstreamed and an honour student in high school doing all of those things” (T9 Int2). Finally, T4 mentioned ‘joy’ as a reason for making a decision: “just the joy of having a story” (T4 Int1).

This study’s observational data thus showed that teachers’ decision-making focused on a wide array of pedagogical aspects, ranging from the choice of resources and the deployment of TAs to where to sit near a student and the response to an individual student’s vocalisation. In their follow-up interviews, teachers cited a range of influences on these decisions, from their training, discussion and consultation with colleagues, external authority and their own experience. Individual and personalised knowledge of students, however, was the most mentioned influence and considered the most important; we also noted their apparent sensitivity to this knowledge in their decision-making responses. 

Discussion
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Houssaye’s (2000; Bonicoli, 2008) pedagogical triangle provides a useful analytic starting point for further analysis of the teachers’ knowledge of students within pedagogical decision-making processes. Houssaye’s triangle, as detailed earlier, consists of three elements (the three vertices) and three processes (the three sides) in pedagogical interactions.  In relation to this study, Houssaye’s knowledge vertex may perhaps be more usefully labelled ‘curriculum’ and the learner vertex labelled ‘student’ solely to correspond with the terminology used throughout the study (see Figure 3). In this adaptation, the sides indicate the focus of decisions (drawn from Table 4 and italicised in Figure 3): the curriculum-teacher side then relates to teachers’ pedagogical decisions regarding curriculum and curricular organisational aspects (classroom structure and organisation and curriculum activities); the curriculum-student side focuses on pedagogical decisions regarding understandings/ knowledge of and expectations of students in relation to curriculum (student involvement, modes and resources). The third side is about the relationship between the teacher and the student and the understandings the teacher has of the student (teacher-student interaction). It is possible to see how some of the different influences displayed in Table 5 may also integrate within this adapted model. Each of the sides/processes will now be discussed.

Curriculum-Teacher Process
Teachers’ pedagogical decisions regarding curriculum in this study often seemed to be strongly shaped by ‘external’ influences such as consultation with others, school/district level advice and commercial curriculum packages. Knowledge of individual students and/or their specific group of students, however, frequently mediated these decisions at the classroom level (see Jones and Lawson, 2015), for example, deciding how to sequence lessons or when to move on to the next activity (curricular organisational aspects).  Perfecto (2012) similarly found, in the case of two secondary school teachers in the Philippines that both a prescribed curriculum and student-related factors influenced decision-making and that the teachers made instructional decisions as they mediated their own classroom experiences with the mandated formal curriculum. Darling-Hammond (1996) has also commented that teachers and administrators have difficulty creating both learning-centred and learner-centred environments because in emphasising subject matter content, they lose sight of students, and in emphasising learners they lose sight of curriculum goals and the teacher’s critical role. This tension and where priorities lie is particularly pertinent in the context of the pursuit of greater inclusion of students with severe intellectual disabilities in mainstream and standards-led curricula noted earlier, an important issue as we know this group of learners remain in segregated classrooms (Kurth et al., 2014). There continues to be tension, for example, between academic curricula (mainstream and standards-led) and functional curricula (focussed, for instance, on practical life skills) (Byers and Lawson, 2015) relating to broader issues around the purpose/s of education for students with severe intellectual disabilities (Black and Lawson, 2016). 

Curriculum-Student Process
The curriculum-student process side of Houssaye’s model focuses on the relation between the student and the curriculum and on the pedagogical decisions regarding understandings/knowledge and expectations of students in relation to the curriculum.  Teachers in this study discussed training, advice and consultation around general student factors in relation to the curriculum (for example, strategies to support groups of children with autism, or groups of children who were non-verbal, in accessing the curriculum). They made decisions about ways to enable students to engage with the curriculum (for example, in the use of sensory and concrete resources and in the use of different modes of communication and expression) and to provide activities that supported learning by doing (for example, through the integration of assistive technology).  In Houssaye’s model, this side presents the teacher as facilitator, rather than didactic authority, between knowledge and the learner. Opportunities for student involvement, for student choice and student decision-making in relation to curricula were evident in this study but frequently only to a limited extent (for example, in choosing snacks or choosing between two objects to match a sound in sound lotto). Whilst the literature reports teachers having higher expectations for this group of learners in terms of their engagement with the curriculum as noted earlier (Browder et al., 2007; Ryndak et al., 2010), it is not evident from our study that this involves students having active agency in the construction of their own personal knowledge. It could be argued that this is to be expected for learners with severe intellectual disabilities: because of their level of cognition, because they may be especially reliant on teacher mediation and facilitation and, in addition, because many also experience additional needs (for example, in relation to autism, sensory impairment or physical disabilities) which may present further barriers to access and engagement (DCSF, 2009). However, learner-centred approaches where students are seen as active processors and interpreters and the student is seen as an active participant in the learning process are frequently purported for all learners, including those with severe intellectual disabilities (Browder et al., 2014). 

Teacher-Student Process
The third side is about the interpersonal relationship and interaction between the teacher and the student. In this study, we have already noted the importance teachers placed on knowing their students. This detailed knowledge of students is viewed as a principle of teacher decision-making (Aho, Haverinen, Juuso, Laukka, & Sutinen, 2010) and is considered to be an important factor in determining effectiveness of teachers (Mayer and Marland, 1997). Stough and Palmer (2003), in their study of expert special education teachers in the US, found that effective teachers were characterised by their knowledge of individual students, on which they based their instructional choices.  This reflects the approach of responsive teaching where teachers take cues for their pedagogical moves from the responses of children (Dadds, 2001). The sensitivity to this knowledge demonstrated in this study, as noted earlier, may take this further perhaps being indicative of the notion of “attunement” (Lutzker, 2014), where teacher responsiveness goes beyond a practical cognitive stance and a sensory and emotional relational component is emphasised. 

Reflections 
The model in Figure 3 denotes one way of viewing decision-making processes where teachers’ pedagogical decisions take into account both curriculum and student and are situated in wider policy and practice contexts. As a model, of course, it is a representation and does not portray the ‘subtlety, interaction, and complexity’ of decisions (Clough et al., 2009, p. 829). A main criticism of Houssaye’s original model relates to the non-contextualisation of pedagogical practice in a socio-cultural-political environment (Momanu, 2012) – in Figure 3 we have included aspects of the broader decision-making environment which influenced teachers’ pedagogical decision-making in this study. 

A further insight we would make about Houssaye’s model is the apparent focus on an individual student/learner in relation to the teacher and to knowledge/curriculum. Houssaye’s model seems to ignore the social nature of learning and the influence of peers in pedagogical interaction (Webb, 2008). Interestingly, although ‘peer interaction opportunities’ was an apparent focus of decision-making noted in our study (see Table 4), this only occurred in two observations and in some other observations the observer explicitly noted the lack of peer interaction. A continued focus on individualised teaching for students with severe intellectual disabilities can be noted (AUTHOR, 2015), that is, teaching focused explicitly and solely on the individual as in a one-to-one teaching situation and with individualised programmes of learning, even when the students are situated in a group. While individualised teaching is a noted instructional practice highlighted by Browder et al. (2014), there is also research evidence around the potential of peer and cooperative learning for this group of learners (Nind & Wearmouth, 2004; Socratous, 2014; Watson, 1999). 

Considering the application of the model to the Floridian and English contexts presents interesting differences as well as similarities. There were multiple influences on teachers’ pedagogical decision-making with a different balance of influences for different teachers. To some extent this was regardless of geographical or school context. It is possible, however, to note some general apparent differences. Teachers in the Florida schools presented as having less autonomy than the teachers in England at the teacher and school levels, with a number of decisions, particular broader curriculum decisions, being made at district level. In England, it seemed that more decisions were made at school or individual teacher level, though often in collaboration or consultation with other teachers and/or other professionals within the school.

The type of lesson observed, we suggest, may affect the opportunity for, and nature of, teachers’ pedagogical decision-making. The choice of lessons for observation was generally made by the individual teachers. We asked the teachers to choose the lesson in order to put them at ease. However, this has caused some limitations which need to be acknowledged.  Their lesson choice included many circle time and registration sessions (see Table 1) or ‘tried and tested’ routine sessions, for example, Bounce, sensology, sound lotto, Unique Learning System, center time (see appendix). We speculate that this may be for a number of reasons: the teachers may have preferred observations first thing in the day when they and the students were ‘fresher’; in addition these sessions may be more familiar and learned routines for both staff and students and thus perhaps more predictable and teachers may feel more confident. However, many of these lessons incorporate a set structure (for example, the circle time sessions in Schools C and D followed an online curriculum resource) and this may have affected the opportunities for, and type of, teacher pedagogical decision-making. 

A further possible limitation of this study is the wide heterogeneity of the students. They all experienced severe learning difficulties, and some also had additional disabilities, such as autism. This heterogeneity, however, is common within this population of children (Male, 2015) and within special school/classroom settings.

In addition, the study took place with a small group of teachers working in segregated settings, in a special school or in a self-contained classroom on a general education site in specific regions of two different countries. The findings cannot therefore be generalised to teachers of students with severe intellectual disabilities in all settings across the UK-US context. Nevertheless, the research offers insights into pedagogical decision-making that informs teacher learning for this group of teachers.

Concluding Comments
Carr (2007) notes that ‘good teaching requires sensitive context specific judgement in complex interpersonal circumstances’ (p. 377). This study shows that these context specific decisions for the participant teachers of students with severe intellectual disabilities, as in Stough and Palmer’s (2003) study, are focused and based on “knowledgeable, reflective, and concerned responsiveness of teachers to individual students” (p. 206). Such knowledge, understanding and meaningful interaction, Atkin (2014) argues, are the source of personalised teaching and learning. 

Houssaye proposed that two of the three elements in the pedagogical interaction triangle are always favoured. In this study the curriculum-teacher and the teacher-student sides seem to be emphasised over the curriculum-student side. It would be interesting in future research to try to understand this more fully and to explore the particular emphases in other settings and with a wider group of teachers and learners: which elements or processes are favoured, at what times, for which students, and what implications do these have for teaching and learning? It would seem important, in relation to the notion of presumed competence for students with severe intellectual disabilities, that all sides should be explicitly and proactively engaged with by teachers, including the curriculum-student side. It would therefore be interesting for future research to explore the possible presentation of the curriculum-student side, considering in much greater depth how constructivist approaches to learning apply to students with severe intellectual disabilities and how independent and cooperative learning can be developed, for example, through the examination of the application of assistive technology in supporting independent engagement with curriculum content and through the purposeful and systematic provision of cooperative learning opportunities (Socratous, 2014) . It is a challenge to those involved in teacher education and development to find ways to support the analysis of all pedagogical interaction elements and processes in ways that make sense to classroom practice and which give the concept of presumed competence high value in any pedagogical decision-making.

It is clear from our study that there are also conflicting influences between different elements of the triangle, for example, between curriculum and knowledge of students. Generally, students were privileged at the expense of curriculum, and importance placed on a responsive interactional relationship between teacher and student. This was the situation in both country contexts despite the participant teachers having different forms of teacher training (specialist in US and general in England). The influence of curriculum structures and school/district level curriculum decisions, however, was also evident and, at times, may have overridden the emphasis on the student. 

An influence upon teachers’ decisions that is apparent in other research literature (for example, Timberlake, 2014) but was not apparent in this study is the prevailing societal view, and individual teacher attitude, about the nature of severe intellectual disabilities and the place of people with severe intellectual disabilities in society. The inclusion of students with severe intellectual difficulties in general curriculum and assessment standards, accountability processes, consideration of a more blended individual/academic curriculum and the potentials and challenges of these, however, have an impact on the pedagogical decisions teachers make. This study sheds some light on teachers’ responses to this evolving landscape through the decisions they make in their classrooms. 
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Participant Schools and Classes Details

Country/ US State	School	Nature of School	Teacher	Class Age	Lessons Observed
England	School A	All age special school for students with severe intellectual disabilities, some of whom also have additional disabilities	T1	6-7 years	Getting Ready to Learn; Drawing Bounce; Integrated topic activity
			T2	11-14 years	Math and tuck shopMorning registration; Bounce 
	School B	All age special school for students with severe intellectual disabilities, some of whom also have additional disabilities	T3	11-17 years	Registration; Sound LottoSensology
			T4	11-14 years	Literacy
			T5	years	Science
Florida	School C	All age center school for students with severe intellectual disabilities including autism	T6	6-11 years	Unique Learning System (ULS)Morning Circle Time
			T7	8-11 years	TEACCH and ULSMorning Circle time
	School D	Elementary mainstream school with additionally resourced classrooms for students with severe intellectual disabilities including autism 	T8	6-9 years 	Circle timeMath
			T9	 7-11 years	Center Time – individual programmesLanguage Arts - Literacy





Teacher number	Years of teaching	Years of  teaching in special education	Qualifications in special educational needs (SEN)
T1	7	7	None
T2	18	15	Masters in SEN
T3	24	24	Postgraduate diploma in SEN
T4	20	14	Qualified teacher of the visually impaired
T5	30	24	Diploma in special education
T6	19	12	Autism endorsement
T7	24	9	Additional qualification in special educationAutism endorsement
T8	17	17	Initial teacher training in ESE (exceptional student education) and learning disabilitiesMasters in Autism





Type of Data	Analysis Theme	Questions Applied to Data
Classroom observations	Focus of teachers’ pedagogical decisions	What do teachers make decisions about?What apparent decision-making did we observe?
Teacher interviews	Reasons for decision	Why was a decision made? 





Focus of Teachers’ Decisions

Categories	Focus of Decision and Examples
Classroom structure and organisation	Structure and routine e.g. classroom layout, designated spaces, use of screens to reduce distraction, use of timers, musical transitions between activitiesTeacher-teaching assistant distribution and role Classroom atmosphere e.g. calmness, quietness, smiling, thanking
Teacher-student pedagogic interaction	Student focus e.g. different responses expected for different studentsPositioning of self/proximity to students e.g. sitting close to a student, sitting to the side or behind a studentType of questioning e.g. closed, directAsking questions or using instructions/directions e.g. “Do you want to give the drum to Daniel?”, “Give the drum to Daniel.”Motivation strategies e.g. rewards, praise, change of resource or activityStyle of response to student behaviour/vocalisationsWait timeAttention to individual, group or whole classAmount and type of prompting and supportPriming/cueing e.g. using music as a cueModelling e.g. participating in same activity as students
Curriculum activities	Learning context e.g. integration of activity (or not) into day-to-day “real life,” sequence of lessons, routineGroup or individual student task When to move on to next activity
Modes and resources	Use of:information technology e.g. interactive white boards assistive technology e.g. communication switchessigningmusic and songvisuals e.g. photographs, symbolsconcrete and sensory resources e.g. real money, deep pressure resources





Influences Contributing to Decisions
Categories	Influences	Teachers
Knowledge of students	Knowledge of individual students (and sensitivity to this) (see Table 6)	ALL
	Knowledge of students as group 	T1 T2 T4 T5 T6 T7
	Considerations of future for students	T4
	Individual Education Plan objectives	T7 T8 T9
	Student viewpoint	T1 T6
Experience	Teacher experience/previous experience as a TA	T3 T4 T6 T7 T8 T9
	Own experience as a student	T6
	Trial and error	T6 T7
Consultation with others	Teacher/TA discussion. Collegiality. Teaching team.	T1 T2 T4 T8 T9
	Advice of other professionals (e.g. behaviour intervention team, curriculum subject coordinator, therapists)	T1 T2 T4 T8 T9
	Observation of other teachers	T2
Curriculum resources	Published commercial curriculum (and assessment packages)/resource websites/internet searches	T3 T5 T6 T7 T8 T9
External pressures	School concern about purpose of session, headteacher’s steer, expected to do it, external authority	T2 T5 T8 T9
	Government emphasis on progress 	T5
Training	Training/workshops/courses/teacher training	T1 T4 T6 T7 T9
	Masters degree	T8






Knowledge of Individual Students as an Influence on Decision-Making
	Illustrative data examples
Students’ needs 	“you get to know the child and you sort of fit stuff around what they need.” (T2 Int1)“…she needs a lot of energy and enthusiasm and lots of intensive interaction and it’s, she’s got a very short attention span so it can be a matter of seconds so you’ve got to kind of home in on that.” (T4 Int)
Students’ responses (including behaviour)	“Well, if I ignored it then I thought it was low level enough to ignore. If I thought he was going to spoil the lesson I would then try to cajole.” (T5 Int)“I am always trying to look at how is that person perceiving it - whatever the task is, what else is going on around? Is that behaviour a naughty thing? Is it just that [they are] bored? [They] don’t know what to do?” (T6 Int1)
Motivators	“So we’re just building up, and that’s what we’re still doing really, building up what, for that individual, are interesting, motivating, that gets a good reaction that they want to reach for so that then when you’re working on something you can say ‘I know that Charlotte really loves sparkly things’, so we can then use those to actually interest her in trying to build her skill development.” (T3 Int2)
Levels/capabilities	“It is their level and it is whatever I know. It is based on their goals, mainly the IEP [Individual Education Plan] objectives and goals. I start with that and then I know.” (T7 Int1)





Houssaye’s Pedagogical Interaction Triangle








Phase 1	1st observation		1st follow-up interview
		Preliminary analysis	




























List of programmes/approaches referred to
Programme/ approach	Description	Reference
Bounce, deep pressure(sensory integration activities)	Bounce is a sensory integration programme using a large gym ball. Deep pressure involves the application of a weighted tactile stimulus to provide the feeling of a firm hug or swaddling to support calming or focussing.	
Circle time	Group activity where the class is grouped in a circle. It is used to develop interpersonal skills and relationships, self-confidence and responsibility.	http://www.circletime.co.uk/ (​http:​/​​/​www.circletime.co.uk​/​​) 
Sensology	Preparation for learning through the senses – for students with profound intellectual disabilities. 	Longhorn (2008) The sensology workout - Waking up the senses. Bedfordshire: Catalyst Education Resources Limited.
Success maker	Computer based reading and mathematics practice independent learning program for students who have “fallen behind.”	www.pearsonschool.com/successmaker (​http:​/​​/​www.pearsonschool.com​/​successmaker​) 
TeachTown 	Computer based programme designed around language learning, communication skills, social and emotional development for students with autism and intellectual disabilities.	www.teachtown.com (​http:​/​​/​www.teachtown.com​) 
TEACCH	Individualised structured programme that is based on understanding of the effects of autism on individuals; use of assessment to assist programme design around individual strengths, skills, interests and needs; enabling the individual to be as independent as possible; working in collaboration with parents and families.	www.teacch.com (​http:​/​​/​www.teacch.com​) 














































Local district/authority level policies and decisions







